
OBJECTIVES 
In this lecture, we briefly retrace the roots of tragedy, acquaint ourselves with the concept of the tragic 
hero and peer into the development of Joe Keller as a tragic hero in All My Sons. 

METHODS 
1. Genre: tragedy as it existed in ancient Athens, the Elizabethan age and post-war America 
2. Characterisation: the tragic hero, hamartia (tragic flaw or error) and anagnorisis (recognition) 
3. Structure: the classical three-act structure of exposition, climax and catastrophe 
4. Structure: the development of a tragedy follows a tragic hero’s downfall or change in fortune 
5. Setting: the Kellers’ home as a site of both order (in Act One) and chaos (in Acts Two and Three) 
6. Stage action: death is used in most tragedies to resolve conflicts and precipitate a moral ‘lesson’ 

CONCERNS 
1. Family relationships: discord within a family sows tragic consequences 
2. Familial loyalty: duty and piety towards one’s own family often runs into conflict 
3. Social justice: the cyclical effects of revenge and the ambiguity of moral decisions 
4. The individual and society: man’s responsibility for his actions and his atonement 
5. The self and self-control: passion, rage and jealousy inevitably lead to woe and suffering 
6. Enlightenment: learning and recognition as a human reaction to adversity and misery 

IT’S WHAT THEY CALL THE RISE AND FALL 
The mighty doth fall. In the final act of King Lear, a frail, disconsolate old man enters the stage, holding 
in his arms the dead body of his daughter Cordelia. Lear is no more a king and no more a father, having 
been betrayed by his two daughters and his most beloved daughter murdered. On his knees, he rues the 
consequences he brought upon himself—through blindness and pride. He dies shortly after when death 
is possibly his only means of salvation. King Lear is arguably one of the greatest tragedies ever written, its 
universal themes of self-destruction, suffering and severed relationships bound to move even the most 
hard-hearted of audiences. But why? How has the genre endured for two and a half millennia? Why do 
we continue to be drawn to tales of woe, profound failure and death? If not to extract pleasure from 
someone else’s pain  (I sincerely hope not), what then is the purpose of tragedy? 1

All My Sons 
From Here to Tragedy 
A brief history of tragedy and the tragic hero "

The sewers belch me up, the heavens spit me out. From ethers tragic I am born again. And now I’m with you 
now, inside your world of  wow, to move in desires made of  deadly pretence, till the end times begin. Is it bright where you 
are? Have the people changed? Does it make you happy you’re so strange? And in your darkest hour, I hold 
secret’s flame. You can watch the world devoured in its pain. 

The Smashing Pumpkins. ‘The End is the Beginning is the End’

 There can be no better definition of ‘happiness at the misfortune of others’  than in the form of Avenue Q’s ‘Schadenfreude’. Search away.1



IT’S NOT SCHADENFREUDE 
Misfortune is present every moment of every day, if we look for it. Turn on the news and a seemingly 
endless reel of suffering unfolds: death, disaster, brutality, terrorism, sunken ships, missing aeroplanes… 
We lament each of these tragic events, point fingers at inefficient governance and try to discern the 
causes of accidents. Every tragedy is met at some level with collective attempts to question, explain and 
make meaning of the situation. Whether we are willing to confront or avoid it, misfortune is an 
unshakeable part of our social consciousness. 

Tragedy is equally private for the observer. It is a time to grieve with the mother who has lost her only 
child, sympathise with the family that has lost its home. Numb as one may be to facts and figures, 
seeing sadness with a human face moves us — to reflect on our comparative fortune, to retrieve echoes 
of sorrow in our own lives and to re-evaluate what we live our lives for.  

The theatrical genre of tragedy is at once private and public. It raises for an audience intense emotions 
of fear and pity as they relate to the characters and their struggles. Scholars call this experience  
catharsis, a ‘purification’ or ‘purging’ of emotion that in turn leads an audience towards deeper questions 
about fate, society and existence (Wiles). Tragedy, in both its ancient and modern forms, is a mark of 
our humanity—our capacity to feel for others and to learn about ourselves. 

THE INVENTION OF TRAGEDY 
Popularly understood as a drama ending in misfortune, tragedy  was born as a religious ritual. The 2

citizens of Athens would gather at the Festival of Dionysus (the god of wine and song) to watch a 
contest between three playwrights, who each had to put on three tragedies and a satyr  play. Of these 3

works, only the tragedies written by Aeschylus, Euripides and Sophocles survive: they each tell stories 
fed by lust, revenge, anguish and the human reaction to adversity. Lacking modern effects or 
complicated stage actions, the actors conveyed the breadth and depth of human emotion through the 
power of language, dance, song and gestures. A modern audience might be intrigued by the use of 
masks: since only male actors were allowed, masks with subtle variations would be used to represent 
characters of different genders, ages and ranks—to bring an entire society to the stage, and call upon 
the audience to question and understand multiple perspectives. After all, theatre was in ancient Greece 
more than just entertainment. It would, according to Dr. Michael Scott, become a ‘benchmark of 
civilisation’, ‘a driving force in history’ and ‘Athenian democracy’. 

ON GODS AND KINGS 
While the plays by the three great tragedians are situated in myth, the social and moral dilemmas they 
presented were relevant to the Athens of fifth-century BC and remain relevant today. The only 
surviving trilogy of plays, The Oresteia (by Aeschylus) tells the story of the House of Atreus, in which 
revenge begets revenge and blood is paid with blood. In Agamemnon, King Agamemnon makes a 
triumphant return from the Trojan War. To gain a favourable wind for his fleet of war ships, he had 
sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia, a deed which his wife Clytemnestra avenges by taking his life. In The 

 Our shared fascination with goats might be satisfied with this piece of trivia: the Greek word tragoedia literally means ‘goat-song’. #truestory2

 This defunct genre roughly translates to a comic play with bawdy, often sexual humour to provide some relief from the three tragedies.3

Lecture 2 / From Here to Tragedy   "                                                                                                                                                                                                               2



Libation Bearers, Agamemnon’s son Orestes and daughter Electra reunite to plot their revenge against 
their mother. For the heinous killing of his mother, Orestes is pursued by the Furies (ancient deities of 
justice) and in The Eumenides, is placed on trial before an Athenian jury.  

Euripides’s Medea and Sophocles’s Antigone are similarly premised on wrath and the aftermath. Angered 
by her husband Jason’s decision to abandon her for the princess of Corinth, Medea hatches a shocking 
plan to destroy Jason. She will first kill his new wife and then her own children. The feminist heroine in 
Antigone wilfully defies the king’s orders to give her brother Polynices a proper burial. Antigone is 
ordered by the king to be buried alive in a tomb; in a cruel twist of fate, Antigone’s husband-in-waiting 
Haemon (also Creon’s son) takes his own life after learning about her death. 

All three major works invite their audiences to ask difficult questions about power, justice and the role of 
the state. Beneath the overtones of conflict and bloodshed, we witness the interests of the collective pit 
against that of the individual. The individual characters of tragedy are driven by greed, pride and often, a 
loyalty to their families. At the heart of these classical tragedies and the one we will study (All My Sons) 
is, as we saw in the agonising conflict between Martin and Stevie, a personal failure that has larger 
repercussions on the family or community. 

IMMORTALS, JUST NOT FOR LONG 
A tragedy depicts the downfall of a noble hero or heroine, usually a result of his or her drive towards a 
particular goal. In Poetics, Aristotle proposes that this ‘tragic hero’ should have a flaw or commit a 
fundamental error (hamartia) that causes about their own reversal of fortune. This is usually some 
combination of pride (hubris) and the fate of the gods. This hero may not necessarily die, but is likely to 
achieve some recognition (anagnorisis) about himself, his world or the will of the gods. Where there is a 
change from nobility to misery, fortune to misfortune (peripeteia), the hero will undergo a change from 
ignorance to awareness. 

This neat structure, or ‘formula’, follows through to the Shakespearean tragedies of the Elizabethan age. 
In the exposition or opening act, the audience would be introduced to the play’s noble hero. Prince 
Hamlet and King Lear are literally of noble blood. Romeo is the son of a powerful political figure. 
Othello, Macbeth and Titus Andronicus hold military rank. Shakespeare’s tragic heroes each fall prey to 
their impulses, their thirst for power, their ignorance and most frequently, their pride. Yet, they emerge 
enlightened and offer his audiences a ‘lesson’ like that in King Lear: 

The ‘wheel of fortune’ could just as well apply to the structure of any tragedy. The exposition ushers the 
audience into a state of order, where the hero prospers. The climax of the play shifts the tone of the 

King Lear’s pattern traces the King’s fall from power, pride and confidence in an orderly world to the depths of  
bitter experience in a chaotic one where netter man nor God may be trusted; a descent from kingship and dignity to 
grovelling beggary and madness. Then, in spite of  his imprisonment and the murder of  his beloved (daughter) 
Cordelia, the play demonstrates his return to enlightenment and the rediscovery of  his manhood, his humanity and 
his soul in a new humility before the wonder of  Life… Shakespeare designs a perfect pattern to suit his immense 
theme… a sense of  man’s revolving on wheel’s fortune. 

J. L. Styan, The Dramatic Experience: A Guide to the Reading of  Plays
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play towards chaos and edges the hero closer to his lowest point. After the tragic hero comes to his or 
her senses, catastrophe—a tragic outcome—brings the play to an end. Most tragedies would obey the 
‘unities’ (see appendix) of space and time: the action would all take place in one location (Othello breaks 
this rule, All My Sons subscribes to it) within a single day. The result is a highly compact, intense world of 
emotion for the audience, thus enabling catharsis. 

WE COULD BE HEROES (FOR FIVE MINUTES) 
To purge you, our audience, of lecture boredom and help you remember the key elements of tragedy 
and tragic heroes, we shall allow thee to select a protagonist from your favourite novels / films. We ask 
you to consider how he or she can be considered a tragic hero with heroic qualities and fatal flaws: 

Shakespeare’s King Lear

My Hero* 
Introduce your tragic 
hero to us, identifying 
his or her noble stature 
(i.e. admirable, heroic 
quality). 

King Lear is introduced as a king whose desire 
for adulation and flattery overrides his good 
sense. 

Hamartia* 
Identify the hero’s tragic 
flaw, a quality that will 
bring about his downfall 
or retribution.

Pride and vanity. Lear relinquishes his throne 
and wants to divide his kingdom according to 
how much love each of his daughters can 
express. His youngest, most beloved daughter 
Cordelia unexpectedly chooses to say ‘nothing’. 
Out of spite, Lear banishes her and confers his 
kingdom to Goneril and Regan instead.

Peripeteia 
Define this sudden 
reversal of fortune, where 
very bad things start to 
happen to our hero. 

Abandoned and betrayed by Goneril and Regan, 
Lear is left to brave the elements, like Edgar, as a 
‘bare, forked animal’. He soon descends into a 
state of madness. 

Anagnorisis 
Consider what the tragic 
hero comes to recognise 
about himself and / or 
his world. This be his 
‘lesson’. 

Lear comes to realise the error that he has 
made, the love that Cordelia has for him but was 
unwilling to put in words and finally, the 
importance of humility. 

Catastrophe 
This outcome, usually 
tragic, must be logical 
and necessary for the 
hero. 

Lear re-enters the stage with Cordelia, 
murdered by Edmund, in his arms. Mourning 
these unjust ends, Lear dies shortly after. 

Examples for consideration: Harry Potter, Frodo / Bilbo Baggins, Bruce Wayne, Tony Stark, Katniss Everdeen (?), Newland Archer (?!), Othello (zzz).
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WHO IS JOE KELLER? 
Yet, tragedy is not limited to kings and mythical heroes. In ‘Tragedy of the Common Man’, Arthur Miller 
argues that the ordinary man is capable of tragic stature as all of us search for our true identity and 
dignity in the world. By design, the name of his protagonist in All My Sons is Joe — ‘average’ Joe,  
‘ordinary’ Joe, an Everyman. He is also Joe Keller, the accidental ‘killer’ whose values are at odds with 
society. The story of All My Sons is the tragedy of Joe Keller, who is to come to terms with his duty to 
society and the need to place the objective ‘good’ before his own subjective desires.  

While bearing no rank or status, Keller is introduced as an American success story, a man who has 
survived the war and thrived from it. The setting of the play is the Kellers’ backyard, with a ‘tight and 
comfortable’ house of ‘two stories high’ in the background (3). Keller is described in the stage directions 
as ‘A man among men’, a ‘heavy man of stolid mind and build, a business man’ (3) whose factory ‘looks like 
General Motors’ (68). He is also a dedicated family man—a father and provider—who swears by his 
family’s interests repeatedly in the play (83); he tells Chris that the business is ‘for you’ (77) and sees 
his son as ‘his only accomplishment’ (53). His neighbours visit often and perceive him as a true ‘man’ of 
the community. Miller creates a tragic figure whose ‘noble’ qualities clearly deserve admiration. 

As a tragic hero, he is not without fault. His ‘sins’ are committed long before the the events of the play. 
Authorising his partner Steve Deever to ship out a defective batch of airplane parts, he inadvertently 
sent twenty-one pilots to their deaths. At the trial, he pinned the blame on Steve and was subsequently 
acquitted. Yet, Keller is far from villainous, exhibiting no brutality or cruelty. The stage directions call for 
us to sympathise with an ‘uneducated man’ with only ‘peasant-like common sense’ (3). The deception and 
destruction that has taken place can be traced to his virtuous love for his family. It is his loyalty to the 
family that robs him of his ability to ‘tell right from wrong’ and neuters ‘any viable connection with his 
world, his universe, or his society’ he might feel. Keller’s hamartia is both pride—in his own success as a 
father and provider—and a blindness to the needs of the collective. The structure of the play, in Miller’s 
words, brings Keller ‘into the direct path of the consequences he has wrought’. 

Act Two opens with a happy scene of the Keller family joking about Joe mistaking a sack of potatoes for 
garbage but hurtles soon after towards disaster. As we witnessed in Greek tragedy and the tale of King 
Lear, the family tears itself apart. In the play’s climax, Chris Keller confronts his father for his misdeeds. 
Having returned from the war, Chris holds the sacrifice of his men close to his heart and bears the cross 
of moral responsibility throughout the play. He accuses his father of being less than an ‘animal’ for 
‘killing my boys’ and represents the values of social responsibility that his father must learn. The lights 
dim on a harrowing scene—son battering father, father losing son—that culminates in our tragic hero 
left on his knees, crying in vain for ‘Chris… My Chris’. 

KELLER. Don't listen to her. Every Saturday night the whole gang is playin’ poker in this arbor. All the ones who yelled 
murderer takin’ my money now. […] Kid, walkin’ down the street that day I was guilty as hell. Except I wasn't, 
and there was a court paper in my pocket to prove I wasn’t, and I walked ... past ... the porches. Result?  Fourteen 
months later I had one of  the best shops in the state again, a respected man again, bigger than ever.  
CHRIS (with admiration) Joe McGuts. (Act One, 32)
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The third act necessarily pushes us towards catastrophe. Keller is steadfast to his values, but finally 
recognises his duty to a larger community, who are in fact ‘all (his) sons’. He loses both his sons: he 
discovers that Larry is dead, and Chris has effectively rejected him. Thus abandoned, he retreats to the 
house, knowing he is without a home. The play ends with his suicide. 

TRAGEDY OF THE COMMON PEOPLE  4

The tragedy of Joe Keller is a tragedy for the common people. The audience of All My Sons is invited to 
both sympathise with the fallen hero and interrogate his actions. Do we suffer from the same ‘shortness 
of vision’? Do we submit to social pressures? Do we exercise our responsibility to others? Tragedy is 
about us, who we are, why we exist. As an expression of human failure, tragedy allows us to ask these 
questions of ourselves so that we may recognise our place in society and regain our conscience. That is 
reason enough to submit ourselves to the highs and lows of the theatre. From tragedy we are born again, 
determined to live better days. Curtain. 

FURTHER VIEWING 
1. Ancient Greece: The Greatest Show on Earth. ‘Democrats.’ BBC. Available on YouTube / livreordie 
2. ‘An Introduction to Greek Tragedy.’ National Theatre Discover. Available on YouTube / livreordie 
3. ‘Modern Interpretations of the Greek Chorus.’ National Theatre Discover. Available on YouTube / livreordie 

CHRIS. But you were going to warn them not to use them — 
KELLER. But that doesn't mean — 
CHRIS. It means you knew they’d crash. 
KELLER. It don't mean that. 
CHRIS. Then you thought they’d crash. 
KELLER. I was afraid maybe... 
CHRIS. You were afraid maybe! God in heaven, what kind of  a man are you? Kids were hanging in the air by 
those heads. You knew that! 
KELLER. For you, a business for you! 
CHRIS (with burning fury). For me! Where do you live, where have you come from? For me! ...I was dying every day 
and you were killing my boys and you did it for me? What the hell do you think I was thinking of, the goddam 
business? Is that as far as your mind can see, the business? What is that, the world of  business? What the hell do you 
mean, you did it for me? Don't you have a country? Don't you live in the world? What the hell are you? You're 
not even an animal, no animal kills his own, what are you? What must I do to you? I ought to tear the tongue 
out of  your mouth, what must I do? (With his fist he pounds down upon his father's shoulder. He stumbles away, 
covering his face as he weeps) What must I do, Jesus God, what must I do? 
KELLER. Chris… My Chris… (Act Two, 77-78)

MOTHER. Why are you going [to jail]? You'll sleep, why are you going? 
KELLER. I can't sleep here. I'll feel better if  I go. 
MOTHER. You're so foolish. Larry was your son too, wasn't he? You know he'd never tell you to do this. 
KELLER (looking at letter in his hand). Then what is this if  it isn't telling me? Sure, he was my son. But I think to him 
they were all my sons. And I guess they were, I guess they were. I'll be right down. (Exits into house) […] 
A shot is heard in the house. They stand frozen for a brief second. (Act Three, 90-91)

 ‘She came from Greece, she had a thirst for knowledge… she said, I want to live like common people, I want to do whatever common people do.’4
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APPENDIX 

THE THREE UNITIES 
Writing about classical tragedy (which we will investigate further in the next lecture), the Greek 
philosopher Aristotle derived three rules for drama known to us as the ‘classical unities’. These preserve 
the mimetic (i.e. imitative) function of drama — a play that abides by these rules might be seen as more 
‘realistic’ or ‘believable’ to an audience. Not always followed by classical playwrights and rejected by 
Shakespeare, these three conventions serve as a guide rather than an imperative.   

- Place: The setting of the play should be one location: in comedy often a street, in Oedipus Rex and 
Antigone the steps before the royal palace. Shakespearean tragedies clearly abandon this rule: 
Othello transports its audience from Venice to Cyprus, leaping from streets into bedrooms. 

- Time: The action of the play should represent the passage of no more than one day. Previous events 
leading up to the ‘present’ circumstances are recounted on stage, as Prospero explains to Miranda in 
The Tempest how they were left abandoned on an island. In All My Sons, George Deever and Joe 
Keller recount separate versions of the events leading to Steve Deever’s incarceration. 

- Action: The play should have a single plot, in which all events must advance the main conflict. On 
record, this is the only unity ‘recommended’ by Aristotle and followed in most dramatic works. 

THE GREEK CHORUS 
Greek tragedies resemble opera more than they do contemporary ‘plays’. They were written in verse, 
and often sung to music. Somewhere on stage there would be a ‘chorus’, a group of nameless characters 
who would dance and sing (the Greek word choros means ‘dance in a ring’). They would represent the 
views of the community. In Antigone, the chorus would act as the citizens of Thebes to comment on the 
actions of Creon and Antigone. The characters of Jim and Sue Bayliss in All My Sons perform a similar 
function: they relay knowledge of the Kellers’ crime to the audience and comment on the hypocrises 
and material values of society — the audience. 

RELEVANT THEATRICAL MODES AND MOVEMENTS 
1. Theatre of the Oppressed, pioneered by Augusto Boal, is based upon the interaction between the 

audience and the performers. Forum theatre is its most commonly practised branch: audience 
members take on an active role in making decisions for characters and acts them out on stage. 

2. Epic Theatre, which counts Bertolt Brecht as its most notable proponent, was a reaction against 
‘naturalistic’ plays and acting. The alienation effect (verfremdungseffekt) is a key feature: performers 
often ‘break the fourth wall’, drawing the audience’s attention to the play’s artifice. Brecht’s plays, 
such as Mother Courage and Her Children and The Caucasian Chalk Circle, are still performed today. 

3. The Theatre of the Absurd, a term coined by Martin Esslin to describe plays by Samuel Beckett, 
Eugene Ionesco and Harold Pinter that generally portray a world that has lost all meaning. Waiting 
for Godot, Rhinoceros and The Homecoming are a few of the more famous absurdist works, which we 
might also define as ‘tragicomedies’.
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